Every country that encompasses Kurdistan faces extermination efforts, meaning that the Kurdish language has found refuge mainly in exile and has been associated increasingly with the Kurdish identity and with the political struggle of the Kurdish people. The present study looks at a very special case; a voluntarily-initiated Kurdish language class that takes place in the middle of Manhattan, New York, at a prestigious public university. We conducted interviews with 3 students and the teacher of the class to understand the dynamics within and beyond the Kurdish language class, the interplay of their political ideologies, as well as the intricate process of identity negotiation through language practices. Results indicate that through the language class, people are exercising the right to a language, the right to a culture and the right of a people. Participants are challenging and resisting established relations of power and transforming the educational space into a space of freedom.
Introduction
Kurdish is the 40th most spoken language in the world, among some 6000 to 7000 languages (Hassanpour, 2012) . It has faced immense efforts of extermination and assimilation threats in every country in which Kurds reside (mainly Turkey, Iraq, Iran and Syria). Despite its large speaker population and territorial extension, the Kurdish language is highly dismissed in the international scholarship on language. Different dynamics play a role in this underrepresentation including, but not limited to, the oppressive policies of nation states in which Kurds live, the silencing of Kurdish activists, lack of a state or autonomous governance and the related lack of international recognition, de-legitimization efforts, linguistic heterogeneity of Kurdish varieties, the late transition of Kurdish into literature, and the division of Kurdish speakers into different geographic locations (Skutnabb-Kangas, 2012 ).
Despite unfavorable circumstances, Kurdish is striving to survive, and speakers are putting immense efforts into making it survive. The Kurdish language issue is important to analyze not only because it demonstrates a notable resistance against extermination efforts and monolingual nation state discourses, but also it is intertwined with the Kurdish liberation movement and has been a site of sociopolitical battle.
An informal and voluntarily-initiated Kurdish language class that takes place every Friday in the middle of Manhattan, New York City (NYC), at a prestigious public university, the Graduate Center of CUNY, offers rich material to analyze the role of Kurdish in its transnational context, and more specifically, the divergent meanings of Kurdish for different users. The language class includes learners from different social, linguistic, ethnic, political and ideological backgrounds. With our research, we aim to offer insights on the following research questions: Teaching & Learning Language & Literature. 9.2 (May-June 2016) ISSN What makes a language such as Kurdish so essential to learners in diasporic contexts? What is its symbolic importance and relation with the Kurdish political movement from a distant reality?
What different positionalities do speakers and learners from different backgrounds have in this class in relation to the language? What dynamics play within and beyond this classroom in addition to the stated purpose of learning the language itself?
By trying to answer these questions, this research is ultimately concerned with exploring two main issues. First, it aims to understand the capacity of languages such as Kurdish in areas that expand beyond language classrooms to invigorate various social and political platforms for their users. Second, this study attempts to understand how learners from different social, linguistic, ethnic, political and ideological backgrounds position themselves as pertaining to this minority language classroom. This paper also devotes special attention to the agency of language speakers and learners in language revitalization efforts in diaspora. Based on interviews with students and the teacher of the Graduate Centre of CUNY's voluntarily-initiated Kurdish language class, the study aims to discuss the complex interrelated issues around language, people's positionalities and identities, the interplay of their political ideologies and their sense of belonging. The diverse population of the Kurdish language class offers opportunities to understand the entangled relations of language, culture, politics, and the interconnectedness of these to identities and positionalities of learners. has strong political connotations, rather than simply linguistic ones (Hassanpour, 2012) .
The issues relating to this diverse Kurdish linguistic landscape is also reflected in the narratives of our interviewees and is experienced as a real difficulty for teaching and learning the language in many aspects. Linguistic variety and the lack of a standard Kurdish and a common alphabet make it hard to reach all Kurdish people or to decide which variety to use, since they all have limited utility on a large geographical scale. This diversity also restricts the amount of resources available to learn each dialect, since time and energy in developing materials is divided between several main varieties. (Massoud, December 4, 2015) . In Iran, After the Islamic Revolution, Kurdish and other spoken languages were allowed to be the medium of instruction according to the new Constitution, but were never really allowed in practice. Kurdish was allowed to be broadcast under state control and religious texts could be translated into Kurdish for the promotion of Shiite Islam (Kurds are mainly Sunni Muslims), thereby serving a pragmatic purpose of subtle assimilation rather than being a legitimate attempt to recognize Kurdish language rights and sustain Kurdish speakers' linguistic culture (Hassanpour, 1991) .
Since 2014, Kurdish is allowed to be used in Iran in educational institutions, though not as the medium of instruction as the Constitution originally suggested, but as a second language elective class starting from high school and college.
Iraq, as we have mentioned, represents a distinct case in its Kurdish language policy in that it afforded the language official recognition relatively early on. However, it still parallels other countries where Kurdish is spoken in terms of the assimilationist nature of its policies.
Kurdish was designated as a local language in Iraq and as an official language in the Kurdistan region under the British mandate in 1931 (Hassanpour, Sheyholislami & Skutnabb-Kangas, 2012 (Hassanpour, Sheyholislami & Skutnabb-Kangas, 2012 ).
The conditions in 2016 with regard to the Kurdish language across the various countries where it is spoken are minimally different from those in earlier decades; there is little to no change in the policies of States to assimilate Kurds into dominant languages and cultures. Small policy changes or slight flexibility within strict law enforcements do not go beyond the intention of balancing geopolitical sentiments and do not embrace the idea of the linguistic selfdetermination of Kurds. Thus, we can conclude that any current small changes are a continuation of assimilation policies with a more liberal-looking face, and they do not address Kurds' desires and their plight for representation, recognition, and self-determination.
Along with the ongoing battle of Kurds to obtain linguistic self-determination in Iran, Syria and Turkey, Kurds in the diaspora also carry out efforts supporting this endeavor. In fact, Kurds in exile have contributed much more to the literature on Kurdish than Kurds in Kurdistan; most of the Kurdish literature has been published outside of Kurdistan (Galip, 2014) . This is the 
Kurdish in New York
The migration of Kurds to America is quite a recent phenomenon and both because of its small number and wide territorial dispersion around the United States, there have not been many studies conducted on this phenomenon. The number of Kurds in the U.S. is only an estimate, and no official census has ever been conducted, particularly because Kurds are classified in the national category of the nation states they are coming from (Kurds from Turkey, for instance, are (more than 11,000 people) (Arnold, 2015) , and mainly came from Iraq in the 1970s because of Saddam's war on Kurds. There are also Kurds in San Diego (more than 10,000 people) and smaller numbers of Kurds in Georgia, Washington (DC), Minnesota, and the New England area (Abdulrahman, September, 2009 ).
New York City, where our research takes places, presents a distinct case both because of the small number of Kurds and because of the absence of available work on Kurdish literature and language. Be that as it may, it is surprising to find a flourishing Kurdish language class in NYC. This Kurdish language class in NYC is also special because the group is extremely diverse in terms of age, gender, faith, nationality, immigration status of participants (some are short-term exchange students, some came to learn English, some are established, and some are undocumented) and their positionality with regard to the Kurdish movement. The class takes place at a prestigious public university in the city, yet it is not part of university's official curriculum. It is quite symbolic that the class is allowed to be conducted as a voluntary activity at a university in NYC, while the right to Kurdish language education is denied in most of the Kurdish homeland and in the majority of its educational systems.
Methodology
The Kurdish Class about an hour and a half, with both of the researchers being present. All the interviews were audio-recorded and later transcribed by the researchers. Pseudonyms are given for each participant. The analyses followed a qualitative approach and the categories emerged from coding process by both researchers. As a discursive analysis, the interpretation of the participants' discourse is a dialogic confrontation between their points of view and the researchers', illuminated by the theoretical background of the study regarding the concepts of identity (Hall, 1996a (Hall, , 1996b , agency (Pavlenko & Blackledge, 2004 ) and language and educational rights (May, 2012) .
Introducing the Participants
Kurdish student Dilan is a 25 year-old female who suspended her university education in Turkey and came to the U.S. about two years ago for the purpose of learning English in the summer.
Dilan is a speaker of Zaza, a variety of Kurdish, and she is also Alevi, a minority religious group in Turkey. She does not plan to go back to Turkey; she stated the reason to be the feeling of being a second-class citizen both in Turkey and the U.S., and since the living conditions in the U. He is doing his PhD in linguistics at The Graduate Center, CUNY.
While we call non-Kurdish interviewees 'outsiders', we do not mean to suggest that they are aliens, who have no interaction with the Kurdish movement other than the language itself. In contrast, some strongly embrace or identify with the Kurdish culture, people, and the movement.
We use this title simply to clarify that they do not identify themselves as Kurdish or were not raised in a Kurdish community.
Identities and positionalities reconstituted through Kurdish language class
The Kurdish language classroom serves as a ground for a wide interplay of identities, both individual and social. Following Hall (1996a, p. 4) we understand that "identities are never unified and in late modern times, increasingly fragmented and fractured; never singular but multiply constructed across different, often intersecting and antagonistic, discourses, practices and positions. They are subject to a radical historicization, and are constantly in the process of change and transformation". Moreover, identities are also subject to negotiation (Pavlenko & Blackledge, 2004) . Negotiation can be performed in various ways and language practices are one way to define, modify, support and challenge recurrent identities. Languages "might not only be markers of identity but also sites of resistance, empowerment, solidarity or discrimination" (Pavlenko & Blackledge, 2004, p.4) .
The diversity of the interviewees, and of their personal, social, political and historical trajectories, projects onto the process of negotiation of their identities on the basis of language.
For the Kurdish student Dilan, the Kurdish language class was a place for reclaiming the identity that she felt was being dispossessed by the Turkish government. She expresses her feeling of (2016, November 22) .
Dilan also stated that if Turkey did not forbid her language and if things were not the way they are now, she might not even insist on learning literary Kurdish while she is still trying to learn English and working long hours to support herself in NYC. Despite her exhausting schedule, she feels a sense of completeness by attending Kurdish class. The more she is prevented from maintaining her mother tongue, the stronger her Kurdish identity becomes. One can see the attempt by Dilan to restore her agency through learning Kurdish better.
Deniz, our Turkish participant, recognizes the importance and interrelatedness of language and identity of a person, a group or a nation. Considering the way that his own country is using the prohibition of the language as a means to submit all Kurds to the homogenizing forces of the state, he is very well aware of the function of the Kurdish class in helping Kurdish people sustain their identity. As an outsider, his attendance in the class is an expression of his acknowledgement of the Kurds as an "ethnic identity" as someone from the oppressor group.
Deniz expresses his attendance as a way to show his solidarity. He acknowledges Kurds' long denied identity, and speaking as an outsider -not any outsider but as a Turk -he also expresses very clearly where he stands, "I don't want to speak of Kurds as a Turk, like they have to do this, they have to do that" (2015, November 25) . He redefines his position as a Turk in this historical and political context in relation to the political condition in his country and in relation to the othered group, Kurds. For Ashley, the American student, the Kurdish class is also a platform to reaffirm her identity as it pertains to the ideals of her home culture. She states:
I am so American in my understanding of freedom of expression…, you know, this is such a deep part of me… like when I think of the idea of prohibit … like making a language… (2016, November 24).
Her "Americanness" together with her belief in the freedom of expression is reaffirmed as she attends a class to support her ideals. Thus far, the data suggest that language-learning choices are very much tied to the process of construction and negotiation of identities, not understood as an essentialist cultural identity shared by a people through a common history or language, in a stable and continuous way (Hall, 1996a ), but rather, in the sense of identities that are negotiated in a performative, transitional and contextual way (Pennycook, 2010) and that are linked to social actions, such as the decision to study Kurdish.
Interrelatedness of Kurdish Politics and Kurdish Language
The Kurdish language has historically been a battleground for different nationalist agendas of the countries that split Kurdistan up, and therefore the Kurdish language has been inseparable from politics. As has been discussed already, the underlying goals in many states' policies, with regard to Kurds, has been to exterminate the language and culture, and to assimilate Kurds into the mainstream language and culture. States' changes to their language policies have been decided after detailed calculation of their possible nationalist repercussions, and every reaction from the Kurdish side has also been embedded in freedom and liberation politics. Therefore, any cultural and linguistic move, on both sides -the state and Kurdish groups -has a political component to it. In addition, cultural and linguistic rights have been the principal demands of Kurdish political movements in all countries.
All our interviewees expressed some political and ideological reasons when asked about their reasons for attending Kurdish class, in addition to their interest in the language itself. While they saw their roles differently in this political endeavor, they were, nonetheless, articulate in stating that their presence in the class decidedly conveys a political stance, mainly in the form of opposition to the oppressive policies of the states that aim to exterminate Kurdish. Deniz, the Turkish student, is very explicit in his perception of this intricate relationship between language and politics:
I want to learn Kurdish, I want to be a part of Kurdish speaking community because this is not a neutral ground. Kurdish has been prohibited. I am standing up against this oppression and if language is one of the means of this oppression, then I am standing against that specific mean of oppression (2015, November 25).
Thomas, the American teacher, defines himself as a pragmatic person and states that partially he approaches knowing the Kurdish language for its instrumentality to form relations Within Kurdish politics, interviewees paid extra attention to freedom and emancipation from oppressive regimes, both of which have been main motives of the Kurdish political movement. All interviewees perceived language as a crucial right and believed that any abuse of this right should be protested against, and their attendance in this class also served this purpose.
Interviewees linked language right to the freedom of Kurdish people and pointed to both its symbolic as well as its instrumental importance. Deniz reasoned that language rights and emancipation were closely intertwined and if language was used as a means of oppression by the states, then people should treat it as a tool to fight against that oppression and stick to learning it.
He stated, "…wherever you are helping Kurdish language survive is helping Kurdish people emancipate in some sense…" (2015, November 25). Interviewees were very well aware of the emancipatory power of language and their attendance was also a means to contribute to the efforts of freedom; freedom to practice linguistic and cultural rights.
Positionalities of Outsiders: From Support to Solidarity
Our four interviewees provided us with rich diversified material especially because they came from very different ethnolinguistic groups and they all have different, though in some ways convergent, positionalities in Kurdish language class. This special case enables us to see things Her support arises as a feature of what she has previously defined as her American identity, which holds freedom as paramount. Furthermore, identities are constructed within discourse and discourse is a product of historical, political, ideological and social constructions (Hall, 1996b (2015, November 26) .
He also illustrates this position by using a deterministic language: Kurdistan (2015, November 26) .
Increasingly being Kurd outside of Kurdistan makes you part of the left and this is dangerous, I am leftist of course, but the thing is the Kurdish national question is politically important by itself and engagement with that has to be on the terms of
Despite their possible claim to American national identity, Thomas differs from Ashley because he doesn't view himself as a supporter, yet he is also different from Deniz, who despite having his own political and ideological perspective, refrains from suggesting anything explicit for Kurdish people or using deterministic language.
As mentioned previously, these differences in positionalities are not simply differences in personalities, but more so are differences in conditions, relationships, contexts, and interactions, social and political identities, realities and histories that these people bring with themselves to the Kurdish language class. 
Concluding Remarks
Bonny Norton (2000) defined the term investment to characterize the reasons and temptations that learners might have to dedicate themselves to acquiring a language, any language other than their mother tongue. "If learners invest in a second language, they do so with the understanding that they will acquire a wider range of symbolic and material resources, which will in turn increase the value of their cultural capital" (Norton, 2000, p.10) . For all of the interviewees, the instrumental acquisition of the linguistic code is relevant as it will be the means to literacy and to a communicative social life with friends and/or within family. However, learning Kurdish is also an investment that feeds into cultural capital, which also creates a sense of collective identity.
In our aim to investigate the dynamics within and beyond the Kurdish language class, we It may be true that knowledge of Kurdish is not going to get you a job. In fact, in some contexts, such as in Turkey, it might actually mean you lose a lot more than a job! But then, how can we respond to the question that Thomas himself leaves open: what reasons would someone have to learn Kurdish in NYC? As it concerns the group of students who participated in this study, the Kurdish language class is a platform for social, political and (inter)personal engagement. It has become an arena where identities are being negotiated through language learning choices and practices. It has become a space for freedom.
